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Of the five general principles that inform my teaching, the first and most basic is that every interaction 
with students, in traditional classroom meetings or online environments, must earn their attention. 
Doing so requires more than my own scholarly expertise; it also requires advanced preparation and 
flexibility. I work hard to make sure every class meeting seems connected to, but also distinct from, the 
one before it, taking a range of approaches to my courses’ content from meeting to meeting (and 
sometimes within a single class meeting). I shift from lecturing to engaging class-wide discussion, and 
from overseeing independent contemplation and writing to orchestrating group activities or 
assignments. But even as I strive to offer variety (and, at times, even novelty) in my instruction, I also 
want to ensure my classes project a sense of coherence in their assignments and structure overall. My 
courses’ subject matter is never reducible to something simple, linear, or neat; the texts that I typically 
teach in them are dynamic, unstable, and ambiguous entities that demand constant reflection and 
reinterpretation. But complex subject matter of any kind can (and, I think, should) work to dismantle 
students’ sense of certainty, and so I take great care in building a framework for my courses that allow 
students to feel grounded even when their assigned reading resists the sense of order they may want to 
impose on it. I am confident in my ability to guide students through difficult texts and history not 
because I am able to make all of a course’s texts conform neatly to a single, prescribed narrative, but 
because I am able to show students how its broad organizational units and more narrow points of 
inquiry will structure the semester’s work. Practically speaking, this means I make sure that my 
students understand how the labor we do in class relates to out of class assignments and that they can 
see clearly how exercises that I do not evaluate formally or assess quantitatively will prepare them to 
take on the labor of fulfilling the components which determine their grade. Too often, students’ 
perceptions of a course are so bound up in the latter that they cannot appreciate their professors’ 
efforts, their own progress, or the intrinsic value of thinking and learning.  
 
The second principle that informs my teaching, then, is that students will not be at liberty to read with 
a simultaneously critical and expansive mind––or, more importantly, understand why it is at all 
necessary or worth their time to do so––if I do not give them the sense that we are working towards 
something significant together. To say so is not to fetishize “outcomes,” but to make the design of a 
course transparent and therein a foundation for the knowledge my students and I share. Because 
students understand how the activities they do in the short term clearly support the work they will do 
over a longer period of time, they know the stakes of attending and working along with their peers. In 
an exercise I developed for my undergraduate Shakespeare courses, for instance, they have an 
opportunity to practice strategies and conventions for academic writing without the anxieties that come 
with assigned grades. I begin by providing students with a list of passages from plays along with a set 
of definitions from the Oxford English Dictionary that enable them to recognize multiple valences that 
may be active in a single word or associated words. They work in groups to consider forms of “fair,” 
“bond,” “fancy,” and “fortune” in The Merchant of Venice or “will” and “wit” in Twelfth Night. Over 
the course of a week, they must make the intellectual jump from observing textual phenomena to 
analyzing their meanings and larger implications; together, students must produce an arguable thesis 
statement about how their assigned word and its variant forms function in the work as a whole. With a 
keener awareness of how every word in a text might contain a wealth of meanings, they can anticipate 
the potential rewards for attending carefully to what they read closely––and so they are likely to do so 
the next time they read literature or any other text before them in the world. In studying the passages 
alongside period-specific definitions, they also learn to see the artful way in which plots and themes 
form, deliberately or otherwise, around clusters of words, phrases, and images. Thus, in addition to 
providing fodder for compelling discussions of the plays we read, exercises like this one impress upon 
students the significance of formal elements of literary works, encouraging them to see such instances 
as evidence that enables the formulation of claims and further research.   
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Closely related to the principles I have already discussed is a third principle, that students deserve 
multiple opportunities within a semester to explore their interests and demonstrate what they have 
learned. I offer these opportunities in a variety of forms to account for different learning styles, to give 
students time and space to practice different modes of intellectual engagement, and to ensure my 
familiarity with (and fair assessment of) every student’s work. Because the process is just as important 
as the product, and because the richness of written discourse stems from the diverse strengths and 
interests of those who produce and read it, all of my courses have multiple graded components. I 
typically require both exams and papers in courses offered for distribution credit; in courses within the 
major and minor, I also typically delegate research queries to students and require regular blog posts 
and oral presentations that validate their active contribution to the course content in addition to 
providing opportunities to showcase their skills and knowledge.  
 
The best assignments, however, not only allow students to demonstrate what they have learned but also 
enable further learning. Guided by this fourth basic principle, I aim to write major paper assignments 
and exams whose completion fosters, not just fulfills, intellectual curiosity. Instead of questions that 
have only correct answers, my tests feature prompts that strike a balance between asking students to 
supply learned information and enabling them to formulate their own complex narratives about the 
material they have read. Similarly, with major writing assignments, I encourage students to expand 
upon and refine their ideas by giving them the option to revise their work and develop ideas from 
earlier papers. I build process-components as well as opportunities to share knowledge into most of my 
major assignments in order to ensure that students know that the intellectual work they do for a class 
does not simply stop when they submit their work to me. Rather than list-makers who view their 
assignments and course requirements as a set of discrete tasks to be checked off, students should learn 
to see themselves as teachers of sorts, with active roles in their own education and that of their peers.  
 
Along these lines, the fifth principle that guides my teaching is that a classroom in which the instructor 
is the only source of knowledge, questions, or ideas is a largely inert environment that wastes the host 
of potential resources that are inherent in every student enrolled. The public sharing of knowledge in 
class presentations, collective bibliographies, and blog posts helps students develop many different 
cognitive skills, not least a capacity to determine how to ascribe value to information in assigned 
reading and an ability to convey effectively the most useful information to their classmates. In 
regularly setting up assignments that require collaboration and shared labor, I hope to foster an 
intellectual community whose members take pleasure in knowing something, contributing that 
knowledge to the group, and posing additional questions that class members can then take up together 
in follow-up work. The point is not merely to learn something in order to perform successfully on a 
test or paper, but rather, to disseminate learning and make the quest for an informed opinion on a given 
subject a vital part of students’ daily existence. Even if such quests begin in an academic classroom, 
they have profound impact outside its walls and beyond the university itself. My first-year courses 
“This Hofstra Life” and “All the Presidents’ Books” insist on this impact most explicitly, but I design 
all of my courses with this last principle in mind. Indeed, each of the principles that I have described in 
this statement stem from an awareness that my students are, above all, my fellow citizens. In the brief 
time they are in my care, I aim to instill in them the fact that the knowledge, skills, and practices that 
make us good academics are the same characteristics that inform good citizenship. Both require a 
willingness to think independently as well as an investment in working with others. Like good 
scholars, good citizens give sustained attention to the narrow and particular as well as to the large and 
whole; they approach difference with sensitivity, and they confront the unfamiliar with a mode of 
inquiry that seeks to understand and respect the dignity of others. Literature and Composition courses 
offer rich opportunities for introducing and encouraging these traits. Despite all the handwringing 
about the fate of the Humanities, teaching them has never been more important. 


